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Developing Strategic Performance Indicators 

The focus in strategic planning is often on getting the plan written.  However, the purpose of planning is not to develop  
goals but to accomplish them.  One way to know whether you have accomplished a goal is to measure performance.  This  
Innovation Insight provides some tips on how to select measures and indicators that can help you to: 
• identify your starting point 
• monitor and measure progress 
• know whether you are headed in the right direction 
• know when you have achieved the goal or closed the gap between where you are now and where you want to be in the future 

Components of Planning 
 
Measures and indicators are a key component of any basic plan-
ning model.  As shown below, at the core of the planning process 
are the organization’s values, its mission (why it exists) and its 
vision (where it wants to be in the future or how it wants to be 
viewed).  Goals are the path to that future vision.  Specific strate-
gies, actions, and improvement initiatives will need to be incorpo-
rated into the operational activities of the organization to reach the 
goals.  Measures of performance and strategic indicators will indi-
cate the progress the organization is making. 
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Criteria for Developing Measures and  
Indicators 
 
The key to selecting measures and indicators is asking thoughtful 
questions about how important accomplishments can be measured 
in an understandable manner with data that can be collected using 
a reasonable amount of resources.   
 
The following criteria were developed at Penn State in 1999 while 
selecting the initial University-level strategic indicators.  These 
criteria were then used again when the strategic indicators were 
updated in 2006.  While the criteria below are written from a Uni-
versity perspective, they can be customized to fit an individual 
unit.  The specificity of the measure will also be influenced by the 
level within the organization at which the plan is being developed. 
 
1. Does the measure reflect an important University-wide 
       performance dimension? 
2.    Are data on this measure likely to lead to improvement? 
3.    Does the measure reflect Penn State’s stakeholders’ needs? 
4.    Do key stakeholders view the measure as credible? 
5. Can the measure be communicated to and understood by a  
 wide audience? 
6. Is the direction clear?  That is, would an increase be clearly  
 desirable or undesirable? 
7.    Is the cost/benefit relationship sensible (in terms of data 
 availability or resources needed to collect data versus 
 value)? 
8.    Can units accountable for providing the data be identified? 
9.    Will the measure be sustainable over a period of years? 



  Developing Strategic Performance Indicators 
  Innovation Insights #19 

  ©2008 The Pennsylvania State University  
This material has been developed by and cannot be used or reproduced without permission of the Office of Planning and Institutional Assessment, Penn State University. 2 

SMART Goals 
 
How you state your goals and strategies can help you determine 
what to measure.  A commonly known acronym for developing 
goals and plans, SMART, identifies five characteristics of an 
effective goal: 
 

S  -  specific 
M - measurable  
A  - achievable 
R  -  relevant  
T  -  time-based 

 
First, the goal should be something that can be reached, be 
achievable.  It should also be relevant, worth the resources the 
accomplishment of the goal will consume.  The terms realistic, 
results-oriented, or resource-based are also paired with the R in 
the acronym. 
 
The three remaining components of SMART all relate to meas-
urement. The specificity and time-based aspects incorporate data 
related to accomplishment.  For example, to have better prepared 
new students a specific goal could be to “Improve student orien-
tation” through specific strategies such as “Increasing informa-
tion about student orientation events” or “Ensuring all have ac-
cess to timely information about student orientation events” 
rather than simply “Improving communication about student ori-
entation events.”  Time is addressed by stating that improve-
ments will be in place by August 1, a week before students arrive 
on campus for the fall semester, or another specific date.  
 
Once the specific goal and/or strategies have been identified, with 
an implementation date, there is the need to identify the actual  
measure.  There are many options:  a simple ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ to 
indicate whether the information was accessible; a measure, such  

 
 
as a Web counter to indicate the number of visits to the informa-
tion site; or a survey to indicate what number or percent of a 
population was actually aware of the information.  Other factors 
contributing to the goal of improved student orientation could be 
the result of activities to redesign, restructure, or change the tim-
ing of the events. 
 
Performance measures and indicators are tools for organizational 
learning, communication, strategic change, and improvement.  It 
can take time to identify possible measures and then evaluate 
them.  This time and effort should be viewed as an investment 
which will yield a significant return in the future.  First, develop-
ment of measures and indicators at the start of the planning proc-
ess will increase the likelihood of having baseline data, which 
identifies a starting point and makes measurement of progress 
toward a goal easier.  Second, having data-based goals will pro-
vide information on how much progress toward a goal has been 
made, and will make it possible to clearly define when a goal has 
been accomplished. 
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Measures and Indicators within an Organization 
 
Developing good measures in planning can take some planning of its own.  The initial data-based assessment and analysis that led to the 
establishment of goals and strategies should provide a starting point or guidance in the determination of meaningful measures and indi-
cators.  While goals should be aligned, or consistent, throughout an organization, actual goals, indicators, measures, strategies, and  
actions will be influenced by a unit’s location in the organization.  The table below shows how a common goal could be implemented 
differently throughout a university. 

  University College Department 

Goal Enhance Academic  
Excellence 

Enhance Academic Excellence Enhance Academic Excellence 

Strategic Performance 
Indicator 

Quality of incoming  
students 

Quality of faculty Quality of discipline or program 

Measures of Perform-
ance 

Mean SAT and GRE 
scores 

Number of publications in  
selected journals 

Improved mean scores on certification 
exams 

Strategies, Processes, 
Actions, Targets 

Target schools for  
recruiting 

Promote cluster hiring Identify learning objectives and a plan   
for assessment 


